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Early Explorations of Nesketaheen and the Dalton Trail: An Ethno- 
archaeological Perspective — or Oro CO 


Beth Laura O'Leary, Department of Anthropology, University of New 
Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 


Paper presented at the 34th Alaska Science 


Conference,AAAS, 
Whitehorse, Yukon 1983 


The following statements are relevant to the topicyeok omy 
presentation: | 


"Doctor Livingston, I presume?" 


ee 


"Do you know how old Nesketaheen is?" 
"When Crow make him, that's the time since," 


This story could start in Africa.or with the birth of Crow, 


depending on one's_ perspective, The* act of: discovery, .of <a 
continent , land or place is a tricky phenomenon, for in most 
cases, we "discover" not a barren, deserted place but a_ place 
with people already there. We then proceed to "discover" them, 


which usually entails figuring out who they are (in a most 
superficial way),and then trying to change them to be more like 
us, using missions, political pressure, and trade. From the other 
perspective,that of those who are "discovered" -— they do not feel 
that they were ever lost or unknown. Their place in the world is 
usually firm and their sense of history goes back to a past when 
all things were first created. 


If there is any glaring fault in most histotical accounts of 
discovery and exploration it is that they are usually told from 
one perspective -— that of the "discoverer", in most cases Euro- 
Canadian/American. Usually we can only obtain this perspective 
because this is the one which is written down, documented in 
Some lasting orasnion, '.to. ope dup. from.ta i'dusty ‘archiggemeain 
subsequent years by an excited historian. The evidence from the 
other side (that of the "discovered") is of a different nature. 
It is carried orally, with more regard for seasons than for 
actual dates and is lasting only insofar as it is told and 
remembered by the next generation, or is written down by 


researchers. It’ is also carried in the landscape - in the name 
of places on maps and in the mute testimony of archaeological and 
Cultura t remains. In many cases the perspective of the 


"discovered" is harder to come by but it is the more valuable for 
TCS .sCareLry', as a precious metal shines more brightly among 
common rocks. The "discoverer" and the "discovered" perspectives 
make up a whole history. One is not complete without the other. 


Io wei “try <praeily to’ *present: “Coviyour a history of 
Nesketaheen and the Dalton Trail based on my research conducted 


during the Nesketaheen Village Preservation and Survey 
- Project(NVPSP)an ethnoarchaeological study I did in 1979 for the 
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Champagne/Aishihik Band. My bias will be in telling more of the 
story from the perspective of the "discovered", the Indian people 
in the Southwest Yukon, ancestors of the present’ day bandas ints 
was the focus of the investigation and the one that is less well 
known to most people. 


Nesketaheen is an historic Indian village lying at the 
southern end of the Shakwak Valley which separates two major 
physiographic areas, the coastal St. Elias mountains to the west 
and the Yukon Plateau to the north (Johnson and Raup 1964:11). 
It is within the Tatshenshini River valley on a drainage called 
Village Creek. The creek is very shallow (30cm to 1 m deep) and 
approximately 1 to 2 meters wide. It falls at a fast rate over a 
very rocky bed. The creek serves to divide the village from the 
cemetery which is ‘in a meadow to the west. The entire site 
covers over 300 square meters on a open terrace above the present 
floodplain of the Tatshenshini River. 


The mame Nesketaheen is a Tlingit word describing the creek 
and village and is translated as_ spruce/place/dammed river 
(McClellan 1975:33). The Southern Tutchone named it+O’%EPda't+co' 
wo (Thay-da-chew-wa) or stones- on -top of water (McClellan 
1975:33) °°and” alternatively Sa-ooh-shay (O'Leary 1979:72). A 
section of the Dalton Trail ; which was originally a Southern 
Tutchone/Tlingit trading trail was located northeast of the site 
and was followed and mapped for approximately 4.2 km. Various 
isolated cultural artifacts and two historic sites were located 
In -chis “Section. 


Nesketaheen and the surrounding area has been known = and 
lived in by the Southern Tutchone for at least the last two 
hundred years and was probably occupied by the ancestors of this 
group since the Paleo-Indian migrations into the Southwest Yukon. 
approximately 8000 years ago. In 1977, salvage archaeology was 
done by Dr. Richard Morlan at a site north of Nesketaheen which 
dated to the late eighteenth/ early nineteenth century (Morlan , 
personal communication). A brief survey done by Gates and Roback 
in 1972 at Nesketaheen revealed artifacts from the turn of the 
century (1890 -— 1910)(Gates and Roback 1973:35 ) .. My own Survey 


revealed evidence .of pre-Christian gravesites and adze-cut 
stumps. Also I worked with an elder of the Champagne/Aishihik 
band who located an area which he described as "the real old 
viliage”. Toe contained “the ‘surficial remains’ of an “early 


coastal-style house (O'Leary 1979). 


Nesketaheen is located in the boundary area between the 
regions occupied by “ coastal groups and interior Athapaskans. 
This site, and sites further south along the Tatshenshini such as 
Nuquik (Nuke-ki-eek) and Gashurwa (Ga-shoe-wa) display a mixing 
of coastal and interior cultures during the nineteenth century. 
They also present real possibilities for answering question about 
early migration patterns between the coast and the interior. 
Though Nesketaheen acted as a trading center in- the nineteenth 
century, it was first and foremost a fishing village where the 
early runs of sockeye salmon could be caught. Stories abound in 
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the oral histories of "meeting the fish" very early in the season 
at Nesketaheen and sites further downstream. The advent of salmon 


fishing ; allowing for fluctuations in glaciers (Lindsay 
1975:2367), was an early adaptation for bands of Southern 
Tutchone. Contrary to MacNeish's position (1964), early salmon 


fishing sites can and will be found within the Tatshenshini/Alsek 
drainage, when and if systematic archaeological/ethnographic 
Survey is undertaken. 


If the history of Nesketaheen begins with the creator-Crow- 
from the perspective of the "discovered" people, it begins for 
the"discoverer" with Mr. Edward James Glave. Though the 
Alsek/Tatshenshini drainage was first mentioned by La Perouse in 
1786 (Marcus 1906:338), the village of Nesketaheen was not noted 
until 1869 by George Davidson who elicited geographical 
information from Chief Kohklux, a Tlingit Chief imprisoned at 
Klukwan, near Haines, Alaska (Davidson 1903:76 ). Kohklux was 
persuaded to draw a map of the southwest Yukon with the route to 
and from Fort Selkirk, which he and his followers had destroyed 


mpd 2. Though Davidson noted Nesketaheen on the map, he never 
went there. Aurel Krause, a German geographer, traveled as far 
as Lake Arkel (now Kusawa) which is thirty miles east of 


Nesketaheen,but his Tlingit guides took him no further. 


Enter Edward James Glave. Glave began his role of 
barscoverér' @in Africa’. He served under Henry Stanley (of " Dr. 
Livingston, I presume" fame), on the Congo River. His fame as a 
lecturer on exploration brought him a job as a correspondent’ to 
Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper in 1890. He landed in 
Haines, Alaska, with a mission to explore the Tatshenshini/Alsek 
drainage to its mouth at Dry Bay, Alaska,an area "“undiscovered" 
by whites because of a blockade by the Tlingit. 


The Tlingit interaction with interior Athapaskans took the 
form of a trade monopoly. The Tlingit served as the middlemen- 
entrepreneurs between whites (first Russians, and later Americans 
and Canadians). They developed a flourishing fur trade. 
Informants , who were youths at the turn of the century,recalled 
the exorbitant prices charged for trade items . A gun was worth 
jms  height!inv beaver furs (McClellan)19752110 40° O'Learyvi4979). 
Routes into the interior were jealously guarded by the Tlingit, 
agce tew, at -any Athapaskans’ reached®the coast directly before 
1390. How Glave found a willing guide is a mystery. A Chilkat 
Tlingit named both "Schwatka" and "Indiank" was persuaded to 
accompany the party into Frederick Lake,further into the 
southwest Yukon then any other whiteman had gone before. There 
the Tlingit left Glave and his companion, Jack Dalton described 
by Glaveas "... a man of pluck and energy... (Glave 1890;312 ). 
A Southern Tutchone family fishing at the lake agreed to guide 
them to the headwaters of the Tatshenshini River. Throughout his 
travels on the Tatshenshini, Glave incorrectly identified it as 


thematser. (Tero,~19752480)'. 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2022 with funding from 
University of Alberta Library 


https://archive.org/details/earlyexplorationOOolea 


During the whole of Glave's trip, Indian people served as 
guides, without them, Glave could not have been, in his. own 
words, "the first white[man] to erase from the map the 
hypothetical and fill up the blank area with mountains,lakes and 
rivers... (Glave 1890:43?2 a 


After a journey of several days they " arrived on the’ brow 

On. ar hit overlooking the settlement called Neska Ta’ Heer Fs 
was on this hill that the first section of the Dalton trail was 
found on the NVPSP survey. A photograph of the hill taken eight 
years later by a tourist named Henry Dow Banks documenting’ the 
trail and the village was found at the Yukon Archives. Glave re- 
visited Nesketaheen one year later in 1891 but used a trail south 
of the village which necessitated Crossing the Tatshenshini. 
Thus there were at least two Separate Indian trails leading to 
the site. On Glave's first trip he found the village strangely 
deserted, the people being sixty miles down river at other fish 
camps, including the aforementioned Nuquik (Nuke-i-eek). Only one 
house was occupied by Chilkat Tlingit traders who arrived to 
collect furs caught that winter. 


Glave found a dozen houses built of heavy planks, hewed into 
Shape by a native adze,each with a smokehole in the roof covered 
by heavy shingles (Glave 239033 LO), The NVPSP located the- 
Femains of thirteen structures , two of which met this 
description except for the modifications of the use of milled 
lumber and a stove. Both houses were built subsequent to Glave's 
visit by Tlingit who had taken up residence in the interior, 
Glave also commented on the cemetery, which contained painted 
gravehouses, The remains of 36 gravehouses or fenced-in 
gravesites were located on survey. ~ These represent what Glave 
Saw and” graves *°of the immediate relatives of current 
Champagne/Aishihik bands members, as the cemetery was in_ use 
within the last fifty years. Glave also described cremation 
sites , eight of which were found on survey outside the main 
cemetery. Unfortunately,there was evidence of vandalism at this 
spot and at the village as well ,most of which took place in 
conjunction with the building of the Haines Road. and with the 
intrusion of workers for the Jackpot Mine who actually took up 
residence at the site during the 1960s. Each year that I checked 
the site,in 1979,198l,and 1982 vandalism had occurred. 


Though Glave had described the site as open , and elder 
informants remembered being able to see all the way to the 
Tatshenshini from Nesketaheen, the area is now heavily covered 
with “poplar: The overwhelming presence of poplar suggests that 
the area is in the first stage of succession on the’ floodplain 
DUET *points, also to the possibility ‘or a recent fire “C100 Tto* 150 
years ago). 


For his time and training , Glave was a fair ethnographer. 
He recorded the Athapaskan and Tlingit names for features in the 
landscape j;as he wrote, "the retention of their native names is 
an excellent medium through which to learn their history"(Glave 
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1890:286). 


His description of salmon fishing on the Tatshenshini_ and 
other drainages, and of the seasonal round of subsistence 
activities,are accurate and informative. His descriptions of the 
people at Nesketaheen included information on the chief War Saine 
as well as sketches of other individuals . McClellan used these 
illustrations with Southern Tutchone informants in the late 
1940s and 50s. All were identified by the informants (McClellan 
: eB 2 ae Informants questioned by the NVPSP , without being 
Shown any illustrations, reported the name of the chief War Saine 
at Nesketaheen at the turn of the century(O'Leary 1979). 


Glave's visit to Nesketaheen was resented strongly by the 
Tlingit traders even though he only brought small gifts and no 
trade items into the area. The Tlingit were justified in their 
suspicion and resentment because Glave's presence in 1890 and 
1891 signaled the end of the isolation of Southern Tutchone. In 
the next few years Glave would leave to go back to Africa but his 
companion Jack Dalton would return to build a trading post and 
begin to widen the Southern Tutchone/Tlingit trail to accommodate 
the miners eager for gold, charging them an exorbitant fee for 
tos use, 


In the winter of 1898 Arthur Thompson made a trip in the 
Yukon visiting Dalton's Post , located approximately 3/4 mile 
east of Nesketaheen,. There he and his party stayed at the store 
of Ike Martin, who was employed by Dalton. The store “traded 
Dmarily with the: “*.., Indians" (Thompson 1925:107). A 
Northwest Mounted Police station was located at Dalton Post 
during the Goldrush,. Inspector A.M. Jarvis reported that 
Nesketaheen had a population which numbered between 100 and 150 
people (Jarvis 1899:104). By 1904 the population had _ been 
reduced to 69 in the official ‘census(Woo0d:1905:19). Tot. ses co. 
known if this census counted only the native population and/or 
whites. One interesting fact learned during the NVPSP was’ the 
demography of people at the site of Dalton Post, which was’ also 
mapped and recorded. Indian families lived at Dalton Post when 
if Svoace titer founded! , Moving in as a .unit or in several 
instances intermarrying with whites. The site of Dalton Post is 
not simply a white trading post but a mixed community of Indian 
and whites, Several” “stories “exist®laboutzSthe -transfeneiof 
political and military power into Indian hands (O'Leary 1979). 


New research addresses the question of abandonment of the 
Nesketaheen area. MceCleltan’*feels ‘that Stherebulk of the 
Nesketaheen/Dalton Post population moved to the present 
settlement of Champagne when Jack Dalton built a new post’ there 
in? 1907. Abandonment of the area was also encouraged when the 
B.C. - Yukon border was established in 1908, and Yukon Indians 
were no ~-longer allowed to hunt*in+ B.C. ® "less®thans10i-151 "miles 
south of their village. However both artifactual and 
ethnographical data collected during the survey show that 
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Nesketaheen was occupied on a regular basis through 1918 . With 
the demise of Dalton Post,and after whites had moved out, Indian 
families continued to live there, some as recently as the 1940s, 
There was also a S8reat influx of Indian people into the area when 
a Nesketaheen resident named Paddy Duncan found gold at Squaw 
Creek in 1927, A large fish camp on the banks of the Klukshu in 
that area was found by the survey . Other gold mining operations 
in the area in the 1930s and 40s were worked by Indians residing 


at Dalton 


Positt, One Indian family used their horses to pack 


Supplies from Haines for both miners and Indian families in the 
area, 

The history of the site of Nesketaheen and its surrounding 
area Pextescinatine . It is an ancient history and an ongoing 


one. Members of the Champagne/Aishihik band continue to fish the 
waters of the Tatshenshini » Village Creek, and the Klukshu River, 


Ae as a 


"discoverer", 
Overlooked. 


resource 


presenting 
importance 


history Wotetthe, “discovered” rather than of the 


a history, for the most part that has been 
With the current vogue in historical and cultural 


management for the development of a "theme" in 
historical resources, we overlook the richness’) and 
of the underlying development of that theme, The 


Recent -emphasissby both the Canadian and American governments on 
the development of a Gold Rush "theme" for parks and recreation 
will obscure the importance of the history of the Indian people 
and ‘their way of life, In regard to Nesketaheen, only a small 

part of the research has been done. Its preservation lies in the 


hearts and 


minds of those who lived there and is the 


responsibility of those who are or will be its caretakers. In my 
view , if one word could describe a history it should be" penti- 
mento" - the layering of the canvas with "paint “so that when one 
begins to scrape away at the surface a whole different painting 


is revealed, 
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Beth Laura O'Leary Department of Anthropology University of New 
Mexico, Albuquerque, New Mexico 87106. 
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